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Abstract:	The novel Shabbat Shalom, Mary Magdalene! tells the story of American 
expat Connie, a native New Yorker who has been living in Rome for the last twenty-
plus years. Set in 2015, a pilgrimage year, it describes Connie’s curation of a much-
delayed exhibit of Medieval and Renaissance saint paintings. At the same time, she is 
coping with unexpected house guest, Josh; her daughter Giulia’s increasing upset at 
not having been raised Jewish; and her complicated relationship with her mother and 
sister. Taking up issues of identity, art, saints, and mother-daughter relationships, the 
novel centers female lives and the ways multiple roles (mother, daughter, 
granddaughter, sister, lover, and so forth) inform each other. Studded with jokes, it 
includes flashbacks to 1970s New York City and extensive use of ekphrasis, the 
description of art works. Also included is a situating essay discussing how the novel 
came to include discussion of Judaism and Jewish identity and how the book fits into 




































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































                                               























































                                               
2 I write this two days after the most recent U.S. synagogue shooting, with the country living under a president 
who famously addressed the neo-Nazi march in Charlottesville, VA in 2017 by saying “there were very fine 
people on both sides.” Anti-Semitism is as real and violent as it has always been, but that doesn’t mean it’s the 




















































                                               
3 In New York, Schulman isn’t that different from Cohen or Katz. There are a lot of us, and wherever you go, 
whether it’s the dry cleaner or yoga class, you have to give your first and last name to be accurately identified.  
4 I’m sure many English people do. I just didn’t happen to meet them. Eventually I met one—a student who was 
mortified when he brought in a Nazi clip from Inglourious Basterds for class and suddenly realized I might be Jewish. 
There was another, but she’d grown up in North London, and turned out to be basing it on my affect and politics, 

























































                                               
6 Chabad has had a street outreach program since at least the 1960s, when they began sending out what they call 
Mitzvah Tanks. In an article on the Chabad website, the vans and trailers are called “tanks against assimilation.” 
and explicitly linked to the fears of Jews disappearing into the mainstream/secular world. Started in New York 
City, the tanks have spread across the globe, including Rome. The process is simple: two men (it is always men) in 
full Orthodox garb stand on the street and ask passersby if they’re Jewish. Men who say yes are asked to put on 























                                               
They don’t ask everyone: they couldn’t. In an interview on the New York City public radio station, when asked 
how he decides whom to stop, a man who’s been doing it for decades says: “I can smell a Jew.” The interviewer 
quickly moves to disassociate himself from a phrase that, coming from anyone else, would probably seem anti-
Semitic. Some Jews appreciate being asked, apparently, happy to take a moment to remember spiritual things. 
Then there are the rest of us, who experience it as an intrusive referendum on our level of practice. 
7 In an interesting discussion of what texts Jewish Studies programs study and why (that is, what criteria are used 
to deem a text Jewish), Michael P. Kramer suggests that, much as it is obscured by use of the word culture, the 
real determinant is the author’s race, that is, whether he or she is Jewish by bloodline inheritance. So scandalous 
was this idea that the Jewish scholarly journal that published the article printed five rejoinders along with it. All 
took issue with Kramer, mostly by saying it can’t be race because a) Judaism isn’t a race and b) race is an invalid 
category. It is, of course, but if you’re a secular Jew, and you never ask yourself why you still consider yourself 
Jewish or what that means, if, in short, you never confront the biological/heritable aspect, you’re probably not 



























                                               
8 Josh’s grandmother is an old friend of Connie’s mother, who signed Connie and Giulia up as hosts. Josh is 27. 
Connie’s 46. Giulia’s 17.  
9 And while Giulia’s Generation-Z PC-itude is played for the occasional laugh, she’s not wrong about the 


























                                               
10 Boyarin adds, importantly, that if identity is somehow essentialized, it matters quite a bit as to whether the 
people doing the essentializing have power or don’t. As he puts it: “for subaltern groups, essentialism is resistance, 
the “right” of the group to actually exist” (241). In a less cogent or theorized way, this is what Connie means, I 
think, when she explains why she can’t just tell the Mitzvah Mobilers she’s not Jewish. “It’s bad luck to say you 
aren’t Jewish if you are, bad faith, anyway” she says, an idea that speaks to the historic reality that for centuries 

























                                               
11 It is impossible to write Jewishly or about Jews thinking about being Jews without thinking about Roth. It is 
almost impossible, if one is also a woman, to avoid being drawn into the “was PR a misogynist?” conversation. 
My answer depends on the day and the book, but to the women who’ve given him a pass on this (see, for instance, 
the discussion on the New Yorker Radio Hour, broadcast July 10, 2018 and featuring Judith Thurman, Claudia 
Roth Pierpont, and Lisa Halliday, who all knew him personally), I would point to The Dying Animal, in which a 
young woman’s breast cancer is portrayed primarily as a tragedy for her much older, #metoo-worthy former 
professor and lover (her breasts, we are repeatedly told, are amazing). Roth is much more than just a misogynist; 
at his best (which I count as The Ghost Writer, The Counterlife, Operation Shylock, Sabbath’s Theater, and American Pastoral, 
although I wonder how they’d hold up if I reread them now), he’s really, really good, but that doesn’t mean he 




















































































                                               
12 A lot of work has been done in the last decade on epigenetics, i.e. the genetic transfer of trauma: I claim no 
knowledge or expertise about this, but I have no doubt that regardless of whether nature passes down trauma, 
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